ABSTRACT. This paper identifies the ultimate justification for business activity as an aesthetic justification. Aesthetics, loosely defined as the appreciation of beauty, subsumes both ethics and economics within an holistic justificatory mechanism for business decisions.Five essential qualities of aesthetic judgment are identified: disinterest, subjectivity, inclusivity, contemplativity, and internality. The quality of aesthetic judgment, exercised by the individual through the organization, will determine the extent to which business activity enhances quality of life.
The end of history, in the sense of the clearing away of modernist ideologies, has left the west in a postmodern vacuum increasingly filled by the ideals of commercial exchange. As consumer, shareholder, stakeholder, employee, etc., we are all now 'in businessÕ. Thus the 'publicÕ corporation, competing and cooperating with other public corporations in a market economy, increasingly dominates our world. How can such a form of organization be justified? What ultimate goal should such a form of organization enable humanity to pursue? On a practical level, on what basis, by which criteria, should decisions be made in business?
This latter question recognizes that even the smallest issues in day-to-day business are intertwined with the biggest philosophical questions. Just as any decision we make in our individual lives rests, for its ultimate justification, on some notion of the good life for us; so any micro-business decision rests, for its ultimate justification, on some macro-business philosophy.
The aesthetic perspective provides a way of answering this fundamental question. This paper shows how aesthetics provides a unified view of the nature and purpose of business that overcomes the incoherencies and inconsistencies of the ethical or economic view of business. As such, aesthetics also provides a justificatory mechanism for decisionmaking in business. This is an ultimate justificatory mechanism in the sense that, once the aesthetic criteria are addressed, no further justification is required. Consider these three basic questions relating to a decision in or on business:
1. Is it profitable? 2. Is it ethical? 3. Is it beautiful?
At first blush, the third question -Is it beautiful? -might appear odd, out of place, perhaps trivial in comparison to questions one and two. What this paper demonstrates, however, is that, when beauty is adequately defined, the third question becomes the most fundamental criterion of the three. That is, the third question most closely relates to the ultimate justification for business activity. Aesthetics provides this ultimate justification through the application of certain qualities of aesthetic judgment that, taken together, define the aesthetic perspective.
The link between economics, ethics, aesthetics, and some notion of quality of life is well established in philosophy: in A Companion to Aesthetics, Hegel argues ''the highest act of reason, the one through which it encompasses all ideas, is an aesthetic act and ... truth and goodness only become sisters in beauty' ' (Hegel, 1995, p. 182) Five qualities that define aesthetic judgment are defined below: disinterest, subjectivity, inclusivity, contemplatively, and internality. The central argument of this paper is that, by making decisions on the basis of these five criteria -in addition to the conventional economic and moral criteria -managers will better align business activity with societal quality of life.
The postmodern shift
Much has been written about the broad cultural shift that the west experienced in the 20th century from modernism to postmodernism. These shifts are never clear and unambiguous, but what in essence occurred was a 'decenterringÕ of western culture. Postmodern culture recognizes no single metaphysical center, only perspectives. Nothing exists beyond the text, or the context.
What are the implications of postmodernism specifically for business? A decentering in our broad cultural conception of business means a questioning of the modernist conception of business as solely an economic pursuit. Neoclassical economic theory, which provided the conceptual foundation for modern business, faced what Alasdair MacIntyre labels an ''epistemological crisis'':
At any point it may happen to any tradition-constituted enquiry that by its own standards of progress it ceases to make progress. Its hitherto trusted methods of enquiry have become sterile. Conflicts over rival answers to key questions can no longer be settled rationally. Moreover, it may indeed happen that the use of the methods of enquiry and of the forms of argument, by means of which rational progress had been achieved so far, begins to have the effect of increasingly disclosing new inadequacies, hitherto unrecognized incoherencies, and new problems for the solution of which there seem to be insufficient or no resources within the established fabric of belief... This kind of dissolution of historically founded certitudes is the mark of an epistemological crisis. [After Virtue, 1984, p. 362] This epistemological crisis is being faced by both of the modernist justification frameworks for business, namely economics and ethics: neoclassical economics, and modernist analytical moral philosophy, are both facing much publicized ''incoherencies'' and ''inadequacies'' in the face of the contemporary postmodern critique. For these disciplines truth has become, as Nietzsche predicted, ''a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms'' (WP, 1967, p. 897) . Indeed, in contrast to the recent epochs of the age of reason and of self-confidence, the west of the next millennium promises to be an age of self-doubt and self-questioning. Jean Staune sums up this transition by noting that one of the great events of the end of the twentieth century is that, in all the disciplines of science, a new vision is emerging. Behind the study of the foundations of matter, the origin of the universe, behind the experiments studying how manÕs consciousness works, behind the playing out of the evolution of life appears a certain depth to reality. One can scientifically show that 'what isÕ cannot be reduced to an objective, material and measurable level. [1996, p. 146] In business this current age of self-questioning is reflected in the growing debate over the role of business in society. It is no longer obvious to our culture exactly what the role of business and the business manager is in society. Should business simply try to make a profit and let the logic of the Smithian invisible hand do the rest? Or must postmodern business actually in some way nurture a utopian concept of society? Indeed is there still any meaningful concept of society that is wholly divorced from business? Is our culture now merely in a literal sense 'corporateÕ culture? Staune encapsulates
